There are two main ideas that these movies provide. Firstly, each person today will view the evacuation experience in a different light. For those like my younger self, the evacuations were a positive thing. Who would not want to live in a big mansion and have adventures? The evacuations saved lives and gave the evacuees a unique opportunity to experience life in the countryside. However, other people today might have a different view of the evacuations. When discussing the evacuations with a co-worker, she commented that the evacuations must have been very tragic. She could not imagine being separated from her children and sending them off into the unknown. For a mother like her, the evacuations would have been a source of sadness and indecision.
The second way that these movies are relevant to the discussion of the evacuations is in contemplating which sources people use to formulate their own views and memories of the historical event. Current media often places the evacuations within a narrative, as a starting point for a nearly completely unrelated story. Although historians do not use these as valid sources, the general population unintentionally would if they were not exposed to different perspectives on the same topic. There are other sources too, each with their own unique perception and portrayal of the evacuations: artifacts, memoirs, academic books, and more. Each of these sources have strengths and limitations, but despite any shortcomings, they help shape the contemporary memory of whether or not the evacuations were a success.
In this paper, I will focus on three different types of sources: primary source artifacts such as pictures and video, memoirs from the voices of the evacuees themselves, and academic secondary sources. Each of these sources reveals a different opinion on how good or bad the evacuation program was at the time. They also have both short-comings and advantages which historians must consider when they use them as sources in their research on the historical period.
Lastly, these sources influence and are influenced by the collective memory of the child evacuations during the Second World War.
Focusing specifically on the debate regarding whether or not the evacuations were a success or failure provides a platform on which these sources can present different views of the same historical event. It shows the importance of understanding the credentials and influence of these sources, as each source changes how historians and the public remember the evacuations. If researchers remain critical of the sources they use, when combined, these primary and secondary sources create a more complete view of history. Researching child evacuees is an interesting topic in and of itself, and understanding the influences and credentials of the sources historians can use in this debate help explain how people have come to remember the evacuations as either a success or as a failure.
Background Knowledge
The planning for the evacuation of children, expectant mothers, the mentally disabled, and others began well before the outbreak of the Second World War, but was still highly theoretical in its approach until 1938. The organizers divided Britain into three different regions that would change over the course of the war depending on their likelihood of being targeted by German raids. Evacuation areas were major cities (such as London or Plymouth), industrialized sectors, and military bases that were obvious targets. Evacuees from these areas of Britain would go to various Reception areas in the countryside, which were deemed safe and low risk targets of German raids. In the middle of these two groups were the neutral zones, which were not encouraged to evacuate or receive evacuees themselves. There were three waves of evacuations during the Second World War. The September 1939 evacuations took place as Britain prepared for war and, although good practice, were ultimately unnecessary precautions -half of the evacuees returned home. Overall, 1,473,391 people were evacuated in this first wave. people on how they will remember the evacuations should the traditional format of academic books or articles not be appealing or accessible to them. People can see and hear a representation of history, creating a much more memorable experience of the past. Current media will play a powerful role in defining memory by how they choose to represent it. People who are not necessarily dedicated to the study of history will remember and have a more emotional connection to the drama of the Pevensie children saying goodbye to their mother after nearly dying in an air raid more so than they would from reading about the organizational feats of local councils in preparation for the evacuations. Yet media can also misrepresent history and create false memories of things that never happened, which is why the voice of the evacuees themselves is so important. But what about the media of the day? How does the 1939-1945 media represent the good and bad of evacuation and thus form a unique memory of the evacuations? Is media of the past anymore reliable than media today?
"The illiteracy of the future will be the ignorance of photography,"-1927 photographer Laszlo Moholy-Nagy had a point; historians can often forget that photographs are much more important than an illustration in a book; they can be primary sources that historians can critically analyse. 4 The same goes for historical films. As an artifact, they can provide both a window to what they were recording, making the media of the day key sources in examining the evacuations. Media sources include photographs, posters, newsreels, radio programs, and much more, each with their own unique contributions and influences on the study of the evacuations.
Although the types of media vary greatly, overall, they paint the evacuation process and outcome in a positive light. First, propaganda posters were used by a variety of government institutions to pass messages on to the general population as they trained them to think and have certain opinions. The British government produced several posters advocating for the evacuation program. Topics ranged from being willing to accept evacuees into their household, to warning mothers of the dangers of bringing their children back to the cities after they were evacuated.
Propaganda posters were designed to be eye catching and to quickly impress upon the viewer an idea or feeling, and reveal a lot about the problems and concerns of the day. One example is a poster that says, "Leave this to us sonny -you ought to be out of London." 5 It depicts a child pretending to be an Auxiliary Fire Service (AFS) firefighter amidst the ruins of a bombed house addressed by a real AFS firefighter. The purpose of this message is to suggest to children and parents that it was expected for children to be counted among the evacuees, and that it was dangerous and against the wishes of those volunteering to protect London for them to remain behind. The poster presents evacuation as the better option, as opposed to children staying within the targeted cities, depicting the evacuations as a positive alternative to the danger and uselessness of a child staying in London. A similar idea is captured in the poster that says, "MOTHERS let them go -give them a chance of greater safety and health." 6 The poster depicts two nervous siblings, with the older brother gazing urgently at the viewer. The message is less implied than directly stated: mothers who kept their children at home prevented them from having access to relative safety and well-being in the countryside. Evacuation was presented as a good thing because it served to protect the children from the air raids of 1940-1941; if a mother were to keep her children at her side, she would be jeopardizing their lives. The need for these posters reveals that the government had difficulties in convincing parents of the benefits of the evacuation plan -the posters would not have been needed if all children had left the evacuation areas. Although the evacuation was not ideal for the parents of the time, as it forced them to part from their children and entrust them to strangers, the government presented one-sided propaganda about how evacuation was the best way to keep children safe and created a formal, government-approved memory of the benefits of the evacuation program.
Government television and radio programs strived to give a similar impression of the overwhelming benefits of the children's evacuations. A short newsreel from 1940 showed smiling children complacently climbing onto trains while a narrator explains, For the second time in this war and for another hundred and twenty thousand of them comes the great adventure. So it's goodbye to the cities and danger areas… and then not worrying, they're off on a holiday. These mass movements of our children are the greatest tribute in the world to the British way of life… we cannot forget the safety of our children on whom the future of our race depends.
7
This newsreel presents the evacuations as an act of humanity, that they will care for their children unlike the enemies they are fighting against, and implying that not participating in the evacuations was an act of inhumanity against the children who stayed behind.
The children who were taken to the countryside would get to have adventures and a loving and safe house. This positive attitude is reinforced by the radio programs of the time. One program from September 1, 1939 kept listeners informed. "The evacuation of British children is going on smoothly and efficiently... The railways, the road transport organisations, the local authorities and teachers, the voluntary workers and, not least, the householders in the reception areas, are all playing their part splendidly." 8 There was no mention of homesickness, the frustration of those on the receiving end, or other difficulties. Perhaps this was to keep the parents calm and reassured. Overall though, the first evacuation went well, so although negative points are excluded and children's experiences are generalized, the radio was still telling the general truth.
Lastly, photographs taken during the evacuations largely present a positive experience, but in more candid shots they can reveal that it was not a perfect exodus from the dangerous areas. One of the popular subjects of photographers during the evacuations were smiling children as they set off for the countryside. One such photograph depicts a crowd of children, all well dressed, with smiles on nearly every face, standing in the Brent train station in 1940. 9 This would lead the viewer to believe the evacuations were a source of joy and excitement for the children. It seems an organized and positive affair, like a prolonged field trip. Photographs such as this establish the process of evacuating as successful, judging by the crowds of relatively happy children. Away from the bombs, the children could live lives free from fear. However, photographs can also reveal more about the raw, candid sadness that inevitably accompanied evacuation for many children. There is a picture of a young girl standing alone on a train platform, sobbing as she looks at the camera. 10 She seems either terrified of where she is going, or is already homesick for the parents that she left behind. This picture and others like it are important because they are media of the day, but they are not completely biased in trying to make the evacuations seem next to perfect.
There were challenges that the British people had to overcome. However, these photographs may not have been as wide spread or as exposed publication during the war, and therefore there may have been less concern over reassuring parents with constant positive portrayals of the evacuations. Nevertheless, pictures reveal very different and important information that written documents or memory would not be able to provide.
Historians face advantages and disadvantages when using the media of the past to analyse an element of history. Newsreels, photographs, and the like help capture a moment of everyday There are many other small ways that the memoirs of the evacuees reveal the benefits of evacuation, from experiencing new cultures and peoples, to the simple excitement of the journey.
The important part of these memoirs is that they are raw and real in revealing how an individual child experienced the war -they do not shy away from situations where children faced the many negative consequences of war in their personal lives. First, in opposition to the loving families that John and Terence grew close to, some children faced abusive host families. Audrey and her sister were among the children who left for the countryside, and had several run-ins with poor parenting. For example, Audrey was beaten by her second host mother whenever she would wet the bed, among other occasions. Audrey recounts one particularly harsh event in that household:
We went to bed every night and prayed to God not to let us wet the bed. One particular morning we awoke to find the bed drenched as usual, and Mrs Taylor was even more angry than usual. It was a shear icicle day and she shoved me first into the back yardnaked, and threw a pail of freezing water over me, then proceeded to break the ice in the water butt to throw at me. It was like shards of glass hitting my body and of course drew blood.
14 Today, Audrey believes "the six years of evacuation were ones of waiting and longing.
[She is] sure [she] gained many things from [her] years in Bletchington, but the overall feeling is one of loss," and that, "the media nowadays portray evacuees as having a wonderful time, but
[she thinks] these were in the minority." 15 Audrey decided that she would not let this negative experience get the better of her, but as she stated, she was not the only one to face unhappiness.
Evacuees often had a hard time fitting in with the local children in their neighbourhood and at school. They could be ostracized for their accents or appearance. Adults would look down on the London Eastenders as well. Terence, who was welcomed by his foster parents, had a harder time adjusting to the local children: "Us vackies and the local children looked at each other and it was instant war. They only had to open their mouths to be objects of ridicule to us.
'Whirr be you fram, then?' was greeted with suppressed giggles and: 'You talk funny.'
'No, us don't. You do.' 'Townies. Slum kids.' 'Turnips. Yokels. Clodhoppers.'"
16
The evacuees were already stressed from being away from their homes and families, so being excluded from the local community of classmates must have made them feel like they did not belong in London or in the countryside. This also shows that there was an attitude of "urban versus rural" in Britain at the time. Children learn their behaviour from the adults around them.
Bringing many Londoners into an area that looked down on "slum kids" and other city-dwellers was bound to create conflict and uneasiness. The hardships of trying to fit in were further accentuated by differences in religion that some children had to face in their foster homes. One former evacuee named Sonya had to balance Jewish diet restrictions and a negligent foster mother. Sonya recounts, "We had to eat the food put in front of us and this proved a problem. As we were Jewish, we knew we should not eat pork -and in fact, I could not eat it." 17 The foster mother of a Jewish boy named Martin tried to enroll him and his brother in Sunday school until his parents arrived and "they were able to explain the difference between a Jew and a
Christian." 18 These communities were Christian, so meeting someone other than that faith would have been a new and confusing experience. The Jewish evacuees had a hard time fitting in to the religious landscape of their new communities, and similar experiences happened for even different church denominations and other religions.
The former evacuees remember struggling to return back home after the war. John and Evacuees were far more safe from the bombs and rockets than they were while at home. This is the largest and most obvious reason secondary sources give for how the evacuations were a success in Britain. While it is not blatantly pointed out, many secondary sources heavily imply that the evacuations were overwhelmingly positive. For example, in Wartime Furthermore, secondary sources can help serve as further validation for hypotheses: when two people come to the same conclusion (the historian who wrote the secondary source and the researcher), it can encourage the researcher that they are on the right track. In the social sciences, tests need to be able to be replicated for them to gain further validity as a proven hypothesis, and the same can be said for historical analysis. The opposite, however, can be a positive of secondary sources as well. Researchers must be able to challenge the status quo of existing historical research and narratives. Secondary sources are necessary in research to ensure that the same ideas are not replicated repeatedly instead of historians presenting new ways to think about history. Secondary sources can broaden the readers' and researchers' perspective, while inviting the exploration of a topic that already exists. Historians of secondary sources can pull from multiple fields of study to round out their approach to a given historical topic, such as academic works in sociology, psychology, law, medicine, aboriginal studies, and so on. Previous academic works are important sources in understanding the past. London and Berlin 1938-1946 , published in 2012, the author seems to place more importance on primary sources by pointing out the most important documents of each chapter, and then including other primary sources and contemporary media sourced. 29 The historian clearly labels the sources, perhaps to stress his use of primary sources. However, they are largely studies and newspaper articles from the time, and like Inglis, Gärtner does not include interviews, diaries, or direct primary sources. Furthermore, following two and a half pages on additional primary and contemporary sources, Gärtner's list of secondary literature sources is nearly nine pages, dwarfing his use of primary sources. This shows that historians are still critical of primary sources, and perhaps shows the stress historians face with exploring the historiography of their topic in academia to produce a well-received book by their peers. There is some difference in the sources used between the 1980s and the 2010s, but they are largely quite similar, with newer books perhaps including even more secondary sources. Researchers must look at the primary sources themselves and not just through the lens of secondary sources.
Historians can be biased, and this will impact their writing. Some historians take a narrative approach to history, while others focus on quantitative evidence. A researcher must make sure to not take a one-sided opinion as a complete view of the past, lest they pass on these biases to their readers as factual, or face challenges from historians who have used primary sources and have noted discrepancies within the research. Researchers must consider the historian's credentials, and must be able to separate academic research from popular history written by journalists and other writers outside the realm of professional historical study.
Historians can be shaped by the historiography of the time in which they are writing as well. For example, in the 1960s, the "tradition of social history was revived and expanded" in the movement that focused on "history from below." 30 This inspired historians to look at the everyday people experiences, and this can be seen in some quantity in the books on the British evacuees published in the 1960s and later -some books entirely focus on memoirs, such as evacuations. In this way, what historians present as the past will be taken and adapted into the general memory of the event. That they are writing about it at all is a starting point for creating a memory of the evacuations, but if secondary sources give an overall view of what happened during the evacuations with a distinct lack of individuality within the stories it tells, then that will be how people view the evacuations. They will see an issue of numbers and movement, not one of personal struggle or discovery.
Conclusion
In conclusion, all three of the different source types in this essay -media, memoirs, and secondary sources -have strengths and weaknesses. They all present the history of British evacuations differently, from positive experiences to negative experiences, and everything in between. When historians combine the sources, they can give an interesting and multi-layered perspective of the British children's evacuation experiences during the Second World War.
Modern movies and media may play a large role in bringing awareness to the evacuations as an historical event. Yet it is up to historians to take the lead in establishing healthy trends in how public and academic memory of the evacuations take shape so future generations can better understand the past.
